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The adult 1earn1ng community has had m1n1ma] 1nvo]vement much less
vtaken a proactlve stance regard1ng outreach to the older learner popu]at1on
This 1s a s1gn1f1cart concern, because approx1mate]y one-third of adults,

age 55 and above are funct1ona]]y 11]1terate, while only 5% of current

4

adult basic educat1on act1v1t1es are serv1ng ¢h1s group.

€

Draw1ng upon past‘research efforts in the state programs of adult

2

basic educat1on in Georg1a and Texas, th1s paper presentat1on outlines key
: strateg1es for effective instruction of functiqnal literacy sk1lls,
se]ect1on of know]edge/content areas for older adults, and recru1tment y
straeeg1es by instructors and staff into ABE sett1ngs Research issues :
for future understand1ng of funct1ona] literacy development in older adu]ts
is also exam{ied through cons1derat1on of 1) operational def1n1t1ons of . :

literacy, 2) research measurements ,of* ]1teracy, and 3) var1ous-aspects

of sampling strategies in researching: the illiterate older popu]atioh.

“
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Functional Literacy fn Older Adults: |
Proactive Approaches to Research -and Learning
. i

» . . A

(
Background o o o | Q.
" For severa] years geronto]ogists have wr;tten that the increasing

number of older adu]ts in the United States would have.a pervas1ve

\

* impact upon our soc1ety (But]er, 1977' McC]usky, 1974, Peterson, 1980).

Almost no area of American 11fe wou]o go untouched by this demograph1c

a

shift in population: econom1cs, po]1t1cs, re11g1on, social service
s programs, theaarts, and education at a]] 1eve]s. | 4;///

+ One educat1ona1 level now beginn1ng to exper1ence the impact of

the rise 1n the e]der]y_pobu]ation is AduTt Basic Educat1on.\ Many

«‘ptates, 1nc1ud1ng Georg1a and Texas, have g1ven priority to deve]op1ngv‘ ’

appropr1ate curr1cu1a and tegch1ng methodo]ogy for educat1ng the older
adu]t Faced with a pauc1ty_of‘mater1a]s and pr1or experience for
v 1mp]ement1ng adult basic educataon programs for o]der adu]ts, each
state funded research proaects to determ1ne' ’
A'1. the characteristics of the o]der ABE student
. the content needs of o]der persons ,

the factors affect1ng part1c1p%t1on of the oner student

wN

the 1dent1f1cation.of‘possible successfu] “and unsuccessfu]
teaching methods'/. :

Although these research“projects-were developed separately with
different methodo]ogies and designs, they both examingd the current
and future needs of functional’literacy for o]der—adu?tS‘and_the

involvement of aduit basic education programs to better serve those

‘neads.

.
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o The Geofgia project invo]yedra ]1te¥ature review, ‘mail-out
_surveys and one-on-one intarviews. The surveys were used to
determine the character1st1cs of older students, the ascribed needs
b ) of o]der Georg1ans, barr1ers to participation, and successful and
unsuccessfu] teaching methods. Nutrition site directors, adu]taw
basic educat1on coord1nators, and adult basic education teachers .
~comprised the samp]e for the surveys. ' ' | ' -
) /p]der'Georgians from all "eighteen regiona]ngovernmental areas
(calied Area ﬁ]anning and Development districts in Georgia) were.
interviewed in person to determ1ne expressed needs and barriers to
: ‘participation. A tptal of 505 1nterv{ews were conducted mostly
with independent older adults attending nutr1tion‘sﬂtés. A]though

. few in number, incarcerated and institutionalized (ngrsing homes)
Y A

eiderly were a part of the sample.
The ' Texas research project conducted a two phase research data
collection activity. A field research survey qu stionnaire, Survey
_of Texas Adu]t Educat1on Cooperatives, was des1 ned to gather basic
. stat1st1cs regard1ng enrollment patterns, recruitment practices,
and priorities for local adu]t basic,educat1on programs of outreach
to the older learner. The survey questions were developed from:
background 1ﬁformat1on regarding current demograohic program '
activities,_from'pre]iminary*findings of a pr1or survey of 10 state
@ ABE programs wh1ch reported “the. h1ghestmenro]]ment figures for the
older adu]t 1earners°1n the'country, and from pilot survey interviews

. of five 1dent1fied Tocal ABE prograns with a high percentage of

older learner enrollnent (Kasworm & Stedman, 1980).
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The second phase of the research included on- s1te 1nterv1ew ‘
' w1th enro]]ed o]der ABE learners and instructors of older adu]ts

Interviews were conducted in the ten ABE Cooperat1ves with the

2
w

highest enro]]ments of older 1earner populat1ons. Sixty-twp learners. ~

~and'* twelve teachers 1n-these'co-ops consented to participate in

. the study Each part1c1pant was 1nvo]ved in the extensive inter- B

v1ew protoca] 1ast1ng from 45 qunutes to 1% hours in 1ength
14
Interviews quest1ons exam1ned the learner's education va]ue .

or1entat1on, recru1tment/part1c1pat1on patterns and 1nstruct1on and '

a

curricu]um concerns. (For a more extensive d1scuss1on regard1ng
research design and methodo]ogy, please ccntact the authors for
" their final reports regarding each of these projects.) -

v

Overview of Researth.Findings

Because these two research projects have been the first to o
investigate through fie]d'reseanch*thejreTationship between aduit
}.basic education and the older stfdents, severa] maJor overv1ew
findings will be presented frem the ana]ys1s of the Georg1a and Téxas
research projects. These f1ndings will not be presented 1n great
detail but some narrative is necessary for c]ar1ficat1on and to fﬁ'

) o
1nd1cate sub:tantiat1on w1th other research f1nd1ngs

° -

1. There is no adequate def1n1t1on .nor measure of functiona]
titeracy for the older adu]ti Terms Tike “functional ]1teracy"3‘
“functionally 1111terate”; “functional ability", andw"functiona]'

. “competence" are often used 1nterchan;eab1y,'yet, according to their
sources, are distinct in meaning.‘(Bureau of the Census, 1971;

Bormuth, 1975; Gray, 1976; Adult Performance Level Project, 19}7;

-

~
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. Resn1ck and Resnick, 1977 Bunch, 1978 Kirsch, and Guthrie, 1978; o
- McClusky; n.d. Y. "The confus1on over term1no]ogy makes research
< . measurements and f1nd1ngs .quest1onab]° in terms of re]iab1]1ty and
va11d1ty, Looking at the var1ous definitions together, one finds
that literacy ranges from the ab111ty to read dt,a m1nfma1 1eve1 ¢
to the ab111ty to fulfill basic social functions. "The sibnifitant.
quest1on is which of the ab111t1es is most appropr1ate for the
older student: 1Is it reading ability? Computation sk111s? Is it
the abiiity to analyze, make decisions, pass judgement? Is
functional Titeracy the_ability to be socially su;;esstu]?"And
what is "sociai]y successfu]"?, _} |
2. Previous research on functional literacy involving older )
.adults has given 1little attention to o]der groups in terms of
conceptua11zat1on, measurement criteria, and treatment of data
ﬁ(Harris and Assoc1ates, 1970 Harr1s and Assoc1ates, 1971 Rosen, 1973,
Muephy, 1975 Nafz1ger, Thompson, Hiscox & 0wen, 1976 Adu]t Performance
Level PrdJect 1977, Harvey and Dutton, 1979; K1ngston, 1979, Rob1nson
and Haase, 1979). There 1sgno evidence to raise the quest1on of age:s

bias in many, if not a]], the estimates rev1ewed dur1ng the Georgia

proaect For the measurements ana]yzed 11teracy tasks were deve]oped .

for the adult popu]at1on as a who]e _ No attempt was made to strat1fy ) .
criteria for fynctional literacy by age. In short, none of the ‘} . s »
 studies addressed the questions of whether the‘demands torq]ﬁteracy
'.uere the same for various age'groups'nor_uhether various competenciesv
were ralated to adequate functioning 1n_different uais among age groups. - .

In the Texas project, it was apparent from the field research ' CoL,

o - v 0 L -
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that the adu]t basic education pract1t1oners felt a d1screpancy
between exp11c1t goals of the program to prov1de basic sk11]s
training fon undereducat@d adu]ts, as a base to become "product1ve,
v work1nq c1t1zens" and the often focused learning and persona]

. needs of the o]der adults w.th regards to specific ]1fe tasks and |

the need»for a perSona11zed non work-goal oriented ]earning

N
Y

| exper1ences ' N . X
3; Older adu]ts (age 65 and above) represent the highest .

.1eve1 of the-undereducatedi(as def1ned by years of educational

attainment) and haye the ht@hest levels of functional illiteracy. e

of any age cohort as defined by the APL, study (Bureau of the Census, . .

1930; Northcutt- 1975). HoweveF\ they are the ]east represented

group in propor tion to their educqt1ona] need in adult basic

education programs E]derly persons\have been included, as a . o

resu]t of the recent f1nd1ngs by the Cbmm1ss1on on C1v11 Rights. )

In 1ts Age D1scr1m1nat1or Study subm1tte 'to the Pres1dent and the

'Congress, the Comm1ssion found that on]y 10 percent of. the group

\

. represented adult. basic educat1on program part1c1pat1on while this

\\

 age bracket accounts for 35 percent of the e]ng1t]e part1c1pants

Those over 65 make up on]y 4 percent of the p?rt1c1pat1on popu]atwon, X f
although it has been estimated the 1111teracy§r tes are relatively y
higher for this age group for persons 55 to 6# (p. 37870) This

1nequ1ty of representation is seen vividly t“rough the* Georgia study,
where only 6 percent of the ABE students.were §0‘years or older, and

in the Texas study where only.3 percent of the S5 to 647age group, .

and 7 pércent of the 65 and above age group were Adult Basic Education

- program participants. , ‘ ,




4. ,When exenined»qn functiond1 11terecv measurements, older
age groups represent 1ower'scores'as’a cohort from their younéer -
counterparts. Clearly, there Ts'a need for. 1mprov1ng educational
opportun1t1es for fﬁeéolder adult ba§1c educat1on student To
wa[//fOr future 1mprovement and/or future generations of o]der
.adu]ts who are expected to be “11terate" is an 1nJust1ce to the
existin} generation of older persons. ~Nor is the current generation’
uninterestedk Regdrddng basic sk11]s: the Georgia study found 47%
. of the surveyed older adu]ts "interested" or "very interested" i
& ] learning to write; and 46% were "1nterested" or "very 1nterested“
- in 1earn1ng arithmet1c
However this 1nterest does not translate into direct older learner
participation. "In both‘research studiés in Texas and GeOrg)d, o]der
learners were more involved and intereésted in subjeci-oriented or
task-oriented learning -than in basic skills (note Table 1 and 2).
For exampie, in the‘Georgia project, health was the major content area -
of 1nterest identified by the older adults.’ %61; area identification
was confirmed by the Nutr1t1on Site Managers. In tne Texas; study,
enro]]ment participation patterns were-ana]y;ed;.with tne.highest .
-enrol Iment for ind1v1duafs 65 years and above represented %n life
skills instruction. (This represents actual part1c1pat10n) Second]y,
when the ABE participants asked about potent1a1 top1cs to be included .
in a curriculum, the Iexas participants noted health as a.topic high
dn interest, with theoqpnsumer topic of "more food‘for 1ess,money“ as
the most significant topic of ihterest. A review of Table 1 will :Sﬁ;

- 11]ustrate the relative low 1nterest of Georg1an older adults regar

basic skills curricular or1ented to writing, reading and computation,

(U



TABLE 1

£
Ay

Ranying:of Topic-Areas and Subject Material as reported by Older_Learnérs

B In Georgia

Health

~ Medicane

. Aging process

Personal "health care

Drug-related problems
with older adults «

Local health services
Nutrition

Movement/Exercise T

¥

Basic Safety Measures

Personal_Development

Ethos
'Record1ng life and fam1]y
" history-

Learning to read | v
‘Humanities B
Learning. arjthmetic
Learning to write
Rgtirement planning -

. 1
a

EEOndmics T C
Social §gcur1ty ‘
Consumer Fraud - . . .
Energy conservation )
»Supplemental Seéurity Inconie
Comparigbn shopping |
Budgeting
Banking
Second careers -
Job applications ) ' 4

Fo
4

2.

4.

Goverment and Law

Cftizen's,n%ghts & duties
Advocacy .
Legal documents
Goverment structure

2
13] “

I —. ¢

t

- .
“ Social Sery1ces

Sen1or Centers
Transportat1on serv1ce5'

Homemaker/Home Health A1de «

services

w

- . Leqal services -=f

6.

‘Mental Health
Housing -
Driving

Culturat

.Travel
Music
Recreation/Leisure
Local history-
Library services
Art

’ Pdetry
Drama
Dance
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, - S TABLE 2 S

A COMPARISON BETWEEN MIDDLE-AGED AND SENIOR ABE LEARNERS.
IN TEXAS REGARDING INTEREST IN TOPICAL INSTRUCTIONAL SESSION

1 -
s
o . ‘ o - % Rdults Age Rdults age
Topic Area : : ~~ 45-64 who are 65+ who are
' ‘ interested interested
K More Food for Less Money | | . ' 81.1 - 106.0 ]
g Manage”Money ° 76§3w . - 57.1
| Knowing about the Government - | | 75.0 ‘,’ 80.0
i Safety, First Aid, and Emergencies R 74.4 : 7i.8‘
How to Write a Will N o © 737 500"
“ 1 How to Buy Wisely " : o _ 67.6 : N | . 66.7
Available Jobs in the Community = ° | 63.6 " 50.0.
e Job Training in the Communi ty e o 63.6 - . 50.0
| Kno&ing about your Commpnity ’ . .62.2 o .%%.7
Conserving cnergy ' T ;. - 62:2 . o 153.3
‘Deéling with Changes in.Youf Life | 59.5 66.7
y "How to do’ Income T;R B : - 59.0 . 23.5
How to Find a Job " . ‘ :_ " 57.6 _ Y. s0.0
Nutrition - 3 I '55.3 75.0
:Get-Along Better with feenagérg ’ ' 55.3 . 50.0
Home Health Care ™ . " s 5.6 . 833
Getting Along Better w$ih Sp;use N . 43:; . “,; - .4730.0«»
. ] Getting Ready to Retire h . g . 6.7 -
‘Use of Leisure Time o b 359 | IR ’
. ’ L " N . Lt ' i
R 1i - : o




v Thesq tables a]so suggest tﬁ//d1vers1ty of intérests of older

adu]ts regard1ng a comprehensive curriculum. The obvious
implication is that the older adult student has 1earn1ng content

4 ’ » . .
" needs jncompatib]e with the current adult basic education subject

s a
.

matter, » )
5. -Adult basic education p?bgrams do not have current
" educational materials and curricula nor the research background to
.specifically design instructibna} materiats for the older learner.
This fact is supported both by the absénce of such méterials from
current ABE publishers as well as the self-report teacher data
fron the Georgian project. In that state, 6n1y ten of 46
coordinators E:pofted that their system h?d educational materials
Specifiéélly for use with older adu]ts, and only six coordinatbrs
reported hav1ng a curriculum specifically des1gned for use w1th
older adults. In Texas, most programs which served older 1earners
“¥eported their activities in des1gn1ng or mod1fy1ng existing
materials to accomodate learner top1ca1 content needs as well as
the design of unique 1nstruct1ona%’mat;r1als to ailow for 11m1ted
vis1on, hearing, agg,rn certa1n circumstances memory difficulties.
‘6;<,1nstfﬁ2£50na1 strategies also afe of significant importance
in'éfféttive participation.and 1e;rn1ng by older adults. Surveyed
teachers in the Géorgia study‘noted that indfviduaﬂiied,‘peésonal
approaches ﬂgré‘the most succéss%u] teaching methods with older
students. The overwhelming response item was personalized
h’approaqpes incTudiﬁg individualized instruction wiih frequent

" student-teacher interaction in setting objectives, selecting materials

designed for_thé-%nhideua] learner. The second most ‘frequent

S

1
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response was materia]s that .are préctica], concrete and relevant to
the learner' E 11fe experiences. Small group teaching apprcaches to
instruction was the third most frequent response The teacher.s
role in building self-confidence, giving ericouragement, providing
for f]extb]e p%cing of instruction and.giving opportunities for
frequent repetition and review predéminated. Unsuccessful teaching
methods revolved around‘conveetionaT'c]assroom teaehiﬁg"techniques
“such as lecture. A]soiéouﬁteractive-to-]earning were graded,
timed assignments and tests.

In the Texas study, ABE part1c1pants were askeJ about their 2
perceived value of dffferent 1nstruct1ona1 strateg1es in their

o

4\ learning. As noted in Table .3, there were no sign1f1cant d1fferences

L&)

in reported value of instructional strategies between m1dd]e and

>

senior age ABE learners. These 1nstruct1ona] strategies which
{

1nvo]ved a more active part1c1pat1on were- rateq*gs s1lightly higher,
to include demonstrations, questions and answer per‘bds.and learning
by doing. ”In both projects, androgog1ca]vteach1ng strateg1es were .
supported by surveyed teachers and learners. ' : S
7. Participation rates for the Q]der student are affected:by
a number;of.varieb]es. The Georgia:study reports factors which are
believed to influence future participation, the Texas study reports
factors which current part{cipants report as-influencing their
participation. Health st;tﬁs is a key internal varieb]e that.
’ _emerged from the Georgia-Texas research. Simply stated, given’
general good health theuolder eduit lTearner will participate in
| adult basic educatton. Partitu]ar»pkob]ems that would hinder

participation include poor hearing, poor'visiqn and primary effects

from arthritis,'diabetes,,aﬁd cardiovascular problems. HQWevet,_

v . . .
v . M D
e 3
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TABLE 3

-

Percentage of Total Learner Grohp Response Regardind the Value

of SpecifiC'Instructionql Stfategies

o

/

Category Quite a Bit Soméwﬁat Not at A11" No Response
Films and Movies 46.8 17.7 17.7 17.7 " ‘
Tapes and tape recorders 37.1 16.1 25.8' 21.0
Teacher lectures 51.6v 16.1 " i.é 27 .4
Demonstrations ‘ 62.9 4.8 6.5 25.8
Class discussions 59.7 6.5 8.1 25.8
Question and answer periods ,62.9 8,1 4;8 7W 24.2
Readings | 53,2 16.1 12.9 T » "
Guest Speakers 41.9 9.7 14.5 33.9
orkbooks 46.8 12.9 14.5 25.8
Learning by doing 69.4 8.1 1.6 (21.0
Pictures, cﬁarts and graphs - 45.2 2.0 12.9 21.0 ’
Videotapes f 45.2 17.7 9.7 ,  27.4
X% -
1 ;
E :‘- .
\
7 SRR e
. ) / y
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. and contrary to popular be]iefs, the Texas study 1péicates that
senior students reported not to miss class because of illness or
fatigue in any higher pr0port1on than d1d‘¥pun;er adults. Bothf
groups reported that illness kept them;from attending either
"very 1ittle" or "not at a]]? (71.4%/;or a;niors as against‘72.2%
for the.45-64 age group). Slightly more senior members were
absent beCause of fatique (14.2% as\égainst 5.6%).
The foremos't external variable affecting participation in
the Georg1a study was the t1me of day of class. Most respondents
rep:}ted that they: wou]d ot attend n1ght classes and preferred -
morning sessdions. (46. 5%) The Texas study found an even
greater 1nteresf and participation level in morning c]asses (77.8%).
It 1s worthy to note that the Georgia project shows 17.9 prOJect of
the respondents had no preference re]at1ve to time of c]ass
Transportat1on problems ranked second among the part1c1pat1on
barriers in the Georgia project.. This variable alsp appeared second
in the rankings from the nutrttion site directors. 'The Texas studj
did“not ask whether transportation Was’a barrier. Instead, the
.respondent-Was asked the mode of transport to the ctass. Most
rode a bus (50%)rusua11&_a special senjors van-or drove their.
own cars (14 3%) Those who attended o]asses in residential
facilities or: at sites very near their homes were ab]e to walk to .
c'lass (35.7%). 0 ‘
The location of the class is.alse impdrtant to the older .
student. “The Georgia sample\preferred to attend class near home
in a senigr'center édﬁ%).;-A]most 20 percent had no preference
regarding the 1péation of th?‘c1ass. Interestiég}y enough;;the~ ]

I
>
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TABLE 4 i
LOCATIONS."OF CLASSES OF HIGH AND LOW OLDER ADULT ENROLLMENT CO-OPS
o o\ '
: . Vi . 2"
7 / .. '\
, Class Location - & of High ' % of Low.
‘_ , . Co-ops - " Co-ops
. | Senior Centers - - 57.1 -t 459 '
Nursing Homes o871 210
[ Nutrition Sftes - 521 243 .
| Adult Learning Centers 42,9 . . 59.5
.Public School Facility 42,9 - .. - 43.2 .
Fue s " . A | N
State Facilities - - 28.6 P 211 .
Public Library 14.3 -  16.2
. o ' e ‘ *, ?
_| Work Site TS T 2a
U
- - . - , 7
16 ‘
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." Georgia coordinators overwhelmingly reported a school building: o -

as the most frequentiy used place for holding classes, with

senior.centers ranked fifth beéhind community centers, libraries - a

and churches.

)

In the Texas study, high and low enro]iment co-ops were,
anaiyzed for the 1ocation of c]asses in re]ation to o]der adu]t

participation As noted by Tab]e 5 high co- ops (reported 20%

~or more their total enro]]ment composed of adu\ks age "65 and above),

<3

»

s offered 1nstructiona] c]asses at congregate oTder adult programs , ‘ L -

Low co- ops noted ]1mited p]acement of classes beyond the traditional
‘sjtes of adult 1earn1ng centers and public facilities "
0lder adu]ts a]so feel strong]y about the frequency and length
of a class. The Texas prOJect found that most’ senior adu]ts (63 1%)
reported that they attended class on]y one or two days per.week
When asked how lond a- class should 1ast, 57.1 peréent of the samp]e
selected the category "30 to 60 minutes" (Kasworm and- Stedman, 1980).
Size of the c]ass appeared to also ﬂnf]uence older ]earners '
perceptions of participation In the Texas. project,: the samp]e
.preferred class sizes of "8 to 10" or "more than 10" (88. 2%)
Nearly one-thind (29.4%) of the sampie_preferred classes comprised .,
mostly of older adults. -
Finai]y participation would be enhanced oy recruitment strategieS“
cthat involved direct, personal contact. " In the Texas study, high
enro]]ment €o-0ps reported significent recruitment activity in
_current programs serving older adults, as well as in both public L
housing and at private residence. This‘recruitment outreach to
the current locations of o]der adults is further substantiated and

thy
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TABLE 5

RECRUITMENT LOCATIONS OF.HIGHwAND LOW OLDER ADULT ENROLLMENT-CO-OPS

. |
‘ | ] L % of High % of Low
' Recruitment Location: : Co-ops ‘ Co-ops
, oo i I
widition Site - 857 35.1
Community Center = L 8s.7 -~ - 21.6 e
, —_— : . ‘
) Sgnior,Centet _ 7.4 | 48.6 -
b Activity Center R n.a . :> 13.5
" Public Housing 42.9 i : 13.5
’ | P;ﬁvatéhResidence o | 28.6 v; L€ gy
 TABLE..
'MAJOR SOURCE OF INFORMATION FOR 'ABE PROGRAM AS REPORTED BY AGE GBOUP
1 Sourée o?'Iﬁformafién ‘ Agz 2;—22u}2:rs~ ’ X;eAgglts‘ '
| Recruited by Teacher or Staff 5.0 | 57.9
Referred by a Social Service Agency " 25.0 - ) - 6.0
erru1ted/by Family Member ~ 22.5 _ T 5.3
Referred by Another Student 20,0 105 ¢t
Newspaper , | 7.5 © , 10.5
T.V. . | 0.0 10.5
Phone Bobk o 1.5, ! 0.0
Cpufch Announcement | 0.0 ) o 5.3
,‘ | . T 15




o ) ‘ o « . ; a .
strengthened by data regarding how the older adult ]earner 1n1t1a1Jy

ga1ned ‘information regard1ng adu]t bas1c educat1on programs For , T
~adults age 65 and above, d1rect persona] contact Qy a representat1ve[ o . %
of the program was very‘Jmportant. More than half of the older °~ - .
part1c1pat1ng learners, repcrted t they Tearned : of the ABE o

program from a teacher or staff. .In senior congregate s1tes, the

actua1~contact and encouragementr(recruitment) by thebteaCher was

correlated directly to 1earner;student partictpation. o o e -

" Proactive Strategies foruResearch

fo]ﬂow-up steps both in the area of research and 1nstruction o

>

(curricula des1gn, methodo]ogy, and schedu]ing). Frqn the analysis

of these project findings,,there are specific actions that, if
‘- ) _ ) C . ;
implemented will improve éducational‘experiences for the older adult

\

\

i

|

. . ‘

Resu]ts of the Georg1a Texas proaects suggest ‘several - .o .
:

ggasic education student. We suggest a set of recommendations--proactive

approaohes and strategies'that beg for,immediate application. First,

there are three'strategies regarding research and the older adult

- fe

_ basic education student: S - -

’

1. Inquiry toward and develgbment of an:operatiOnal'definitionjh

.0f literacy for the undereducated older adult is necessary. The.

Y . - A ~

| literature analysis in the Georgia study revéa]ed several meanings“ w' ‘

H

uﬁth a broad range of interpretations. 'Nonevof those‘de?initions :
of literacy related specifically to oider adults. .Because of the. ' ,
plethora of definitions and their non-age spec1f1c natdre, at

PR Teast two questions remain unanswered by current research findings:

a. What is the primary need bf the older ABE student

" relative to the acquisition of basic skills? Do they really desire - | | A




“y

and need to Tearn to traditiOnJ}-componénts of reading, computing,

- and writing? What are the subjects and skills that are

signficant to the life of an i1literate individuai who has

survived success ru]]y for 70 years’ .

¢ - 3 ]

b, Are there separate criteria for functional ability for )
older adu]ts’ At a stage in life when social and persgnal/roTes » '

. have changed, do the current meanings of "functiona1 1iteracy"

have re]evancy for older students’ :

-

The answers to the above questions will not oaly provide an . »
. i operational research definition of literacy appropriate to older |
adults, but will also guide- the development of curricula and ' :
‘methodology. 4' 7 -
A]sokimportant_to the above questions is the need to select
a diversity of older adu]tshin samples. Individual differences
. become more pronounced as one ages, making ittnecessary to gather
.

1nput from as many types of older adults as possible, Characteristics

~ to consider wou]d include socioeconomic level, 'sex, age (ranges

dependent), health, ethnic or socia] background, and.previous

, educational experierces.

|
|
~would suffice), residence (independent, semi- 1ndependent or

2. Research measurements must be developed with and for the
older adult. Again, the Georgia review'of the 1iterature found
severa]-measurementsyofbiiteracy, but none developed specificaily
for use with older students. - Is it fair to test or interview an
older student with a measure that is comp]ete]y foreign to his/her J
thought processes, cu]turai background, and current role and
1ife-style? That'question is akin to the first recommendation

above.,,If ve knew .how to define Titeracy vis-a-vis the o]der student,



- s ) ? . -
*  c. Allow sufficient time for completion of tasks.

Proactive Approdches to Instruction -~ = .

v

. then we_could develpp more appropriate measures., ’Steps thet can
\\ o, —- Iy ' 'h . .
be taken now are: - :

a. Concebtualize measures Witn olderr adults in mind.®

b. Includetcgntent'that is familiar and meaningful.

de ‘S1mp11fy 1ns}ruct1ons , '

e. Re]y 18ss on measures wh1ch are h1gh1y ﬂependent on
' eye- motor coord1nat10n .

PEERY

3. When research 1nvo]ves an 1n§ergenerat1ona1 sample,

-

include a proportionate number of.older persdns. Past research

efforts have'based findings.on samples that were,'in terms of

numbers, biased against- -the older student or excluded older adults.
Vo y &

Such procedures yield results which 1naccurate1y ref]ect the

differences across ages as well ‘as inaccurate 1mp11cat1ons for

teaching’older.ABE students. e

3

The Georgia-Texas projects also Provided data to suggesc

'proacttve abproaches to instruction. This instructional realm

~includes curricula development, teaching methodology, times of

~ sclasses, location of class, size of class, and recruitment.

Recommendations for each component, are out]ined below:

L

1. subject matter must be relevant and taken from both the

-

+ 0

ascr1bed and expressed interests of older adu]ts Most of the

/

curricula for older ABE students-is a teacher s rev1sion of exist1ng

umateria]s for younger students._ Curricula-are not based on interest

assessments nor is teach1ng material focused at the content interest

of the oldér person. This problem can be corrected by conducting

5 interest assessments of ABE older 1earners or by obtaining the

- ‘- .
T ) v 2'4 ' ' - ‘
’ ' 1
-
. . ‘
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. results of existing interest assessments that 1nc1ude'data-from

educators, human service providers, and older aduTts.

The Georgia-Texas projects include findings‘from all three

‘samples. An interesting fact about the findings is the L.

disparity in ascribed‘End expressed interests. For example, Table

6 shows how the three groups ranked content in the Georgia study.

or the older adult, personal deveTopment (which included

learning to read, write and combute) was not the highest priority,
ranking third. ABE Teachers, however, judged it to be the
greatest interest of older adults. Nutrition site managers were

in agreement with older individuals on.the first ranked topic,

“health.” Clearly, the data in the table shows that there is

disagreement among the sample over the prioritie§‘of older adults..
Not only do older adulfs differ from-the "professionals" in

describing their learning interests, but they also have a dfversity

~of interests. In the'Geo}gia studyr their interests were wide-

[

ranging, specific and immediafe. Topics which the o]de? adults

’

- rated high in interest seemed to relate to either immediate problems

and aspirations of adaptation or meaningful use of leisure. They
tended to be 1es§ "future-oriented”, less work-skill or |
credential oriented. ‘In view of these findiqgs,'currfcu1a for older
ABE students shou{d be.reexamined against the expresSed'inte}ests
of the student. | |

But what of the basfc_ski]]s of réading,‘w§iting and computing?

Thén§£ﬁdfes sﬁow that there is a group of older adults who are “n-

. terested iﬁ;that subject matter; consequently, it, too, should be

represented in ABE curricula. To make it interesting and _,



TABLE 6

| * ABE FOR OLDER ADULTS:
RANKING OF TOPICS FOR ADULT & PROFESSIONAL SAMPLES

20"

Adu'ts 60 years & over

AAA Managers

ABE Teachers

SUBJECT AREA -

SUBJECT AREA .

. SUBJECT AREA

Health

-Gerrnment & Law-
Personal Development
Social Services -
Economics |

Cultural

S o, S W N e

Health

Social Services
Economics
Bovernment & Law

Personal Development

Cultural

B, W NN

(8]

Personal Development
Economics

Health

Sociat Services

Govarnment & Law *

Cu]turél




meaningful “for "the okder student, the teacher should integrate
the skills with other subjects. For example, in teaching
personal health éane,'math can be integrated‘byvhelp{ng students

" learn to compute blood pressurenor.read a thermometer. Life .
.history development offers- the teacher thefobhohtunity to teach
writing whtle concentrating on a subject of interest to many

older adu]ts. For example, the final product of the Georg1a '

study was a curr1cu]um manual for ABE teachers to use with

o]der students, The content of the manual 1nc1udes seven units

| corresponding to the seven top1cs emerging 1n the interest
assessment. Each module is se]f-conta1ned and can be taught '
separately from the others. Moreover, senera]‘modu]es provide

the teaéher a_resource foneteaching reading, writing, or math.
VGThus,{AéE(teaEhers in Georgia now have a. curriculum or curricula,
«depending on how they use the manual, that is based on the ex- -
Tpressed and ascribed interests of older adults and that provides

an opportunity for teaching baéic skills via relevant content.

2, ‘The primary teaching method is an individualized, acting

personal approach, This individua)ized approach suggests the
need for.one-on-one intake assessment with the older student to -
determine the most pressing inferest areas, the goals of .the area(s)

and steps to reach those goa]s. It refers also to the use of

>

simple se]f-paced and progre551ve methodo]ogy. Further, it in-

c]udes constant pos1tive feedback

.

This approach‘§uggests c]ose‘1nvolvement of the teacher with

*

the student. Presence alone, however, is not sufficient, The
teacher shou}d be sincerely helpful, caring, ‘émpathetic, and'above

3.

24 -

21

T
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all, comfortab]e with older persons. o | 3 k S i CE
l,“ . P - . ” o e

The 1nd1v1dua]1zed, personal method wou]d also utilize '
’4

“teaching cues found to.be successful by Glynn and Muth, 1979, .
For examp]e, the authors found that prov1d1ng older students o o
1nstruct1ona1 objectives before a Tearning experience ﬂmproved

* ‘ .recall"of “objective-retevant information significantly better N .

than subjects who had no objectives" (p. 262). Other important

a. Providing conceptual prequest1ons to the student as a .
- means of st1mu1at1ng focus on the 1mportant aspects of .
the 1earn1ng experience, .

aides discovered by Glynn and Muth are: L |

'TBu Advanced organizers, e.g., out11nes, abstracts, are
, useful in helping the older student'intedrate what 1s
, to be. ]earned with what he/she knows a]ready. .

»

c. Use med1at1ona] dev1ces, such as pictures, graphs,
: symbo]é diagrams and phrases or rhymes to translate
abstract-content sinto. 1mag1nat1ve poss1b111t1es.

-

ds Encourage students who can read to underline, color, .

. ‘?1ta11cnze, bracket, or indent the content. “alled , e. © \

- . : . gographicai-cu1ng devices, those suggestions can
- p the older student find the important elements
in a paragraph or chapter. :

The aboge sugdestions are based on the assumption that the,

older student can get’t0'class outside his/her home. But what ; | .

" of the home - bound part1c1pant? ‘Do we not have a-responsibility
“to meet his/her needs?® Pennaps such questions are irrelevant

in these 'times of fiscal constraints, but we are talking abput

'olderaadults who do have educationa] interests. Why should |

their inability to meet with a oroup preuent them from learning?

‘To 1mp]ement in-home service wi]] require more independently

other adults serwe as tutors’ Why couldn't a system of learning

¥

|
|
|
|
|
oriented materials and/or aides or vo]un;eers. why couldn't .
*
|
|
|
|
|
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[}

partners be estab]1shed whereby as in-class student works with ‘ ﬁ};

an in-home student? Could cassette tapes be usefu], s1m1]ar

. to the Florida proaect for home- bound elderly? .

+

3. As feasib]e, schedu]e c]asses for the morn1ng and for -

v

.no_more than .. < hour per sessjon. Both Georgia and Texas

studies indjcate morning c]asses were most preferred By older

h g

adults. The TeXas study also shows that older persons do not . e

pom J

like to be in a class session more than an hour. This is
especia]]y true in a nutrition site due to?tne noon meals and

other d1stract1ng activities.

4. As feasible, ron’.ct classes in a facility des1g4§ted

for older adults. In an early study by Hiemstra (1972), and

o
confirmed by the_Georgia and Texas studies, older adults prefer

familiar.places where peers congrenate. The nutrition site is

an excellent choice because transportation is provided to -,

participants, friends are also preseﬁt,.the facility ts free,

and the surroundings are familiar. It can have a negative in-'

f]uence if there is no pr1vady for the class and/or if the

space 1s too smail. Other appealing sites for the older student

are comprehens1ve sen1or centers, churches, ]1brar1es and com- B
munity buildings. The home of an older adult wou]d a]so be
appealing to the older student.

5. Teachers, aides and volunteers should personally recruit

part1c1pants. The Texas study not only found th1s apprdach to be

a pattern but a]so that frequency of attendance was corre.ated

with pensonal contact . For some systems this may call for a

radical departure from past Qractice. Job descriptions of teachers

‘)6 .
1Y
r .
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may need to be changed to include outreach. Coordinators may
‘find it necessary to recruit and train additional volunteers to

assist with recruiting students. Obviously, where in-home

T

_students are served volunteér resources will be essential.

" The major criterion for places to recruit is the degree of

‘\

vis{bility of.glder adults. Therefore, senior centers,

nutrition sites, churches, social security offices, clubs for
older adults, asgociations .for older adults and nursing homes ~
would be primary{_sources. Equally rgsourfefuT are personnel
who provide services to older adults as aging services
administrators, social workers, m1n1sters:land ma1] carriers.
Those persons shou]d be 1ntroduced to the adult education pro-

gram, ba willing to make referrals, and know to whom and where

©
. |

' to refer a potential part1c1pant _ c.

Summarx

. The demographic changes in.ihe United States population points
to an older group_offABE partiqibants. Defipitionﬁ of and
measﬁres for-dete;mipihg literacy are incOmpatib]g with the
chaﬁactgristiés of this new -group. * Moreover, topics of 1ntestt
and,téaching resources are non-ekﬁstant.

~ To meet this chaﬁ]enge adult éduggtors and geronto]ogiQt;
must develop a situation-specific and research definitions of
]iteraé&’appropria;e to the unique nature of the older adult.
Furthermore,: research measures shouid be developed in concert

with o]der adults and 1ntergenerat1ona1 samples must 1nc]ude“x\

adequate numbers of o?der persons. R

Q N
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Teachers of older adults should begin to Took at the diverse
interests.of o]der.students*and plan curricula that are_meanf
ingfu]dand relevant to those interests. Individua]tzed;'perscnal A
| instructional measures must be app]ied to proride maximum
. “leafning. A]so, classes will have to be in comfortab]e, familiar
- p]aces for gre;test participation and held within a per1od of
one hour. Personal recruiting approaches should be adopted to
‘ reach the mnst potential students. . i ", | |
Perhaps of significant 1mportance is the developiment gfva.'
new attitude--to be proact1ve rather than reactive, Thef
challenge 1s—Just beg1nn1ng. Enough data and resources are o '7'-' .
available for researchers and teachers to make the changes | , : .
,j:M‘?

' necessary to successfu]]y acconnndate the o]der ABE student h R

-

Those who see this cﬁal]enge and have ‘influence can bring about

these necessary and significant changes.




o
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